The Burden of Vision
A Midrash in the Voice of Isaiah

By Cantor Harriet Dunkerley

I used to think that seeing was simple.

A city was a city.

A sacrifice was a sacrifice.

A king was a king.

People laughed.

Children played in the streets.

The Temple stood in all its beauty.
Life appeared whole.

Then God opened my eyes.
Y ou imagine that a prophet is someone who learns to see heaven.

No.

A prophet learns to see earth.
Not as people wish it were. As it truly is.

[ saw prayers rising while widows wept unheard.
[ saw smoke from the altar while justice lay abandoned in the streets.
I saw lips singing praises and hands withholding mercy.

The hardest part was not my speaking.
The hardest part was continuing to love the people after I had seen what God
saw.



You ask whether I resented the Holy One for calling me.

There were days I longed for ordinary sight. There were mornings I wished
to enter the Temple and admire its beauty without also seeing the cracks in
its foundations. There were evenings [ wished to hear the songs without
hearing the silence of those no one noticed.

Vision is not merely seeing more. It is becoming unable to look away.

People called me angry.
Some said I hated Israel.
They did not understand.

If I did not love her, I would have remained silent.
Only those who love deeply grieve deeply.
Only those who hope refuse to stop speaking.

Do you know what loneliness is?

It is standing in the middle of your own people and wondering if anyone else
can see what you see.

It is watching friends cross the street rather than greet you.

It is hearing your own words repeated with laughter.

It is becoming known not by your name but by your warnings.

I did not ask God to make me a prophet.
[ simply answered when God called.
But I learned that every vision carries a price.

When I answered, 'Hineni,' I thought I was volunteering to speak.
I did not know I was volunteering to remain faithful even when no one
listened.



I thought prophecy meant changing hearts.
Instead, I discovered it meant refusing to let my own heart become hardened
by disappointment.

That was the greater miracle.

To see as God sees is to discover that judgment and compassion are never
separated.

God showed me corruption. But God also showed me possibility.

God showed me violence. But God also whispered:

“Come now, let us reason together.”
That invitation sustained me.

For if God had only shown me what was broken, I would have despaired.
Instead, God allowed me to glimpse what the world might yet become.

Do not envy the prophet.

Pray instead for the courage to see one person more deeply.
One injustice more honestly.

One act of compassion more clearly.

For perhaps that is where prophecy begins.

Not with visions of heaven — but with eyes finally opened on earth.



